INTRODUCTION
The elections that were conducted in New Orleans in the spring of 2006 were historic in a number of regards. These elections were the first conducted following a major natural disaster and with significant numbers of residents displaced from the city. In many respects, these elections tested our nation's commitment to ensuring broad levels of equal and open participation in the political process while raising profound questions regarding the impact of delayed elections on the democratic conscience. Ultimately, these elections will figure significantly into the rebuilding and reconstruction process that is now unfolding. This essay will describe the positive and negative aspects of the elections while analyzing their larger relevance to black political power in the Gulf.
PREELECTION STRUGGLE
There was no shortage of controversy surrounding the spring 2006 elections in New Orleans. In the weeks and days leading up to the elections, many black leaders called for a delay to give people enough time to get back to the city to cast their ballots.
1
Others called for satellite voting-the establishment of strategically placed centers around the country that would have allowed displaced voters to cast their ballots from their temporary places of residence. Given the displacement patterns that emerged following Katrina, the placement of satellite voting centers in cities such as Houston, Atlanta, Memphis, Jackson, and Dallas would certainly have helped make participation easier for significant numbers of displaced voters. Although a federal judge was unwilling to order it, 2 the body that could have crafted and implemented legislation authorizing the satellite voting centers was the Louisiana State Legislature. Ultimately, the legislature voted against this ambitious undertaking, arguing in part that they lacked the ability to establish secure computer databases out of state and that they were uncertain that officials in the respective jurisdictions would comply with their mandate.
3 Instead, legislation was passed that allowed for limited satellite voting in ten parishes around the state: Caddo, Ouachita, Rapides, Calcasieu, Lafayette, East Baton Rouge, St. Tammany, Tangipahoa, Jefferson, and Orleans. 4 These centers, based at the registrar's offices in each of the ten parishes, helped make voting easier for the large numbers of African American voters who remained displaced in-state.
Despite the problems and challenges with these elections, there are some notable and appreciable aspects to the process. For one thing, these elections were conducted despite significant damage to the city's infrastructure. Numerous polling locations were destroyed or damaged beyond repair. 5 The identification of alternative locations that would provide voters the opportunity to cast ballots was likely not an easy feat. In addition, many poll workers needed to be recruited and trained in order to ensure that there were sufficient numbers of personnel working the polls during the elections. Notice of all changes regarding the elections needed to publicized to voters who were now dispersed throughout the country-a task that must have been particularly difficult given the fact that many displaced voters were in a constant state of flux. This reality was further complicated by the unwillingness of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to share updated address lists on the grounds that it would breach privacy restrictions. Although these tasks were accomplished under difficult circumstances, providing more time would have benefited voters.
THE LACK OF POLITICAL WILL TO ENSURE BROAD PARTICIPATION IN THE NEW ORLEANS ELECTION
In many respects, the recent elections in New Orleans will serve as a guidepost for future elections conducted under emergency circumstances. With the specter of intensifying international conflict lying on the country's shoulders and a world that is increasingly vulnerable to natural disaster, Hurricane Katrina will certainly not be the last tragedy to befall the country. The elections illustrates how much of a delay in the election schedule the public is willing to tolerate and reveals how aggressive officials are willing to be to ensure that displaced voters are able to cast their ballots. In general, it appears that the public will not tolerate a long delay in elections, in part because disasters embroil human emotions and spark political debate. Indeed, in the days following Katrina, blame was levied on local, state, and federal officials of all stripes, and there were immediate calls for the removal of FEMA Director Michael Brown, Governor Kathleen Blanco, and Mayor Ray Nagin at various points. 6 It is difficult to suspend elections under these circumstances because emotions are running incredibly high and the public is eager to have some say about the
